Mutual Understanding Determinants for Effective Communication in Business and IT Strategic Alignment Planning by Mohmad Adnan, Nurul `Izzati & Jambari, Dian Indrayani
  
 
Vol.6 (2016) No. 6 
ISSN: 2088-5334 
 
 
Mutual Understanding Determinants for Effective Communication in 
Business and IT Strategic Alignment Planning 
Nurul `Izzati Mohmad Adnan#1, Dian Indrayani Jambari#2 
 #Research Center for Software Technology and Management, Faculty of Information Science and Technology, 
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia, 43600, Bangi, Selangor, Malaysia 
 E-mail: 1izzati.adnan07@gmail.com, 2dian@ukm.edu.my 
 
 
Abstract— Business and IT strategic alignment is continuously explored from different facets motivated by the demands for an 
organisation to be well aligned with its business and IT strategies for business continuity. The management aspect rather than 
technological issues often cause misalignment in business and IT strategies more significantly. One of the issues is the communication 
ineffectiveness between business and IT people involved in planning the business and IT strategic alignment. Difficulty to achieve 
mutual understanding between these two teams is a critical problem in communication and hinders the successful alignment. 
Therefore, a set of determinants for mutual understanding is proposed. Extensive analysis on literature has been carried out to 
identify and define the determining factors. The review can serve as a reference for business and IT executives to improve their 
communication effectiveness towards achieving well-aligned business and IT strategic alignment.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 
Alignment between business and IT can be vertically 
defined into three different organizational levels: Strategic, 
Tactical and Operational [1]. Each level can be viewed 
horizontally into Human, Social and Intellectual dimensions 
[2]. The interwoven vertical and horizontal views of the 
business and IT alignment create complex multi-dimensional 
perspectives for organisation. Hence, it motivates extensive 
and broad initiatives for managing business and IT 
alignment.   
It is imperative for Business and IT to be aligned in all 
three levels and dimensions of an organisation [3], [4], [5], 
[6]. However, it is important to firstly establish the Strategic 
alignment as it drives the overall business and IT alignment 
of the organisation [7]. Zooming into the Business and IT 
strategic alignment through the three dimensions in 
Schlosser et al. [2], the Social dimension is focused, as 
misalignment is more likely caused by social aspect in 
people rather than technology [8]. The dimension looks into 
the relationships and the cognitive linkages between the 
human actors involved in the business and IT domains and 
the aspects that play a role in the work relationship between 
business and IT.  
Moderating social factors by IT and business managerial 
roles have impact in gaining IT business competitive 
advantage [9]. Social dimension has also been identified to 
be one of the challenges for business and IT executives to 
establish business and IT alignment [10], [11]. The 
involvement of business and IT people to gain mutual 
understanding of each other’s domain knowledge and 
linkages of business and IT planning process is highly 
dependent on effective communication [12]. Therefore, 
effective communication plays an important role in forming 
successful alignment between IT and business domain [10]. 
Ineffective communication intensifies the complexity in 
reaching mutual understanding between business and IT 
teams that is crucial for a cohesive strategic business and IT 
alignment [13]. Lack of organized and planned approach to 
support effective communication between business and IT 
people impose higher risks to misalignment of the business 
and IT strategies [14]. The determining factors to achieve 
mutual understanding are still unclear. Discovering the 
factors can potentially support business and IT executives to 
effectively communicate with each other towards achieving 
mutual understanding in planning the business and IT 
strategic alignment. It can assist them to focus on real 
problems and manage disagreements effectively that are 
preventing them from achieving alignment [15]. 
Therefore, this article proposes a set of determining 
factors for achieving mutual understanding between the 
business and IT people during the communication process in 
planning business and IT strategic alignment. The factor 
identification process involves extensive analysis on 
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literature in strategic alignment planning; social dimension 
of strategic alignment; communication and mutual 
understanding between business and IT executives. 
Complementing the factors are specific criteria defined 
according to each factors. The determinants facilitate the 
communication process in planning the business and IT 
strategic alignment. 
The paper is organised as follows. First, the foundation of 
the study is discussed. Next, the process to identify and 
define the determining factors is presented. The review is 
then discussed and concluded highlighting the implication, 
limitation and the future work.  
II. MATERIALS AND METHODS 
A. Organizational Layers of IT and Business Alignment 
The alignment of IT and Business in an organization can 
be distinguished into Strategic, Tactical and Operational 
organizational layers that consist of specific targets and 
characteristics [1]. Fig. 1 illustrates the three organizational 
layers and the positioning of business and IT domains that 
reflects their alignment levels according to the layers. 
 
 
Fig. 1 Representation of the business and IT alignment according to the 
three organizational layers 
 
The Strategic alignment involves the objectives of 
planning and linking between the IT strategy and business 
strategy [1]. It involved high level executives in contributing 
and influencing the business and IT strategic alignment 
planning that reflects future direction of the organization. 
Strategic alignment evolves with the advancement of 
technology. At the core, it is a two-way link of cooperation 
between the IT and Business strategy designed to support 
each other .  
Strategic alignment consists of the Strategic Fit and 
Functional Fit of the external and internal aspects of the 
organisation [1]. External aspect concerns with the choices 
and decision relating to the relationship and alliance with 
individuals or units beyond the boundary of the organisation. 
While, the internal aspect focuses on achieving the 
functional aspect of the organization necessary for achieving 
the organization competencies consisting of IT and Business 
mission, objectives and plans [12]. The Strategic Fit 
considers both external and internal aspects, while the 
Functional Fit focuses on the internal aspect. Well aligned 
business and IT strategies benefits the organization in 
sustaining tough competitive market, increasing business 
value, returning higher investment on IT investment, and 
contributing to the overall business achievement [16].  
Tactical alignment occurs when IT professionals’ 
resource allocation imperatives, project selection and 
execution priorities, and technology choice decisions are 
aligned with those of organizational functional areas [17]. It 
intersects between the Strategic and the Operational level, 
deploying and facilitating the strategies from the Strategic 
level to be implemented in the Operational level [1].  
A well plan business and IT strategies will not be 
effective if the organization overlook the Tactical level. 
Failure of alignment between IT and business in this level 
lead to failed execution of the IT and Business Strategic plan 
and negatively impacts the IT investment [17]. 
Operational alignment is “the set of planned managerial 
mechanisms to translate Strategic alignment into action” 
[18]. The success of the executed strategies in the 
Operational Alignment determines the effectiveness of the 
Strategic level [15]. 
B. Dimensions in Strategic Alignment 
Apart from viewing business and IT alignment from the 
organizational levels, each level can also be viewed in three 
dimensions, Intellectual, Social, and Human. Fig. 2 shows 
the dimensions of the Strategic Level. The alignment 
dimensions are reconsidered to be viewed horizontally while 
the organizational layers of the alignment can be viewed 
vertically [2]. 
Intellectual dimension on the alignment consists of 
identifying and defining the components, processes and 
materials that requires strategic thinking and planning [2]. It 
stresses on the formalized aspects of documenting the 
decision-making, and technologies of performing the 
strategic plan. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2 The three dimensions of the Strategic Level 
 
Social dimension focuses on performing alignment 
through the connection and relationship of the actors. There 
are four aspects that influence the Social dimension; 
communication between the IT and Business executives, IT 
and Business planning process, shared domain knowledge 
between IT and business executives and IT success history 
[12]. These aspects emphasis on the relationship and 
connection process required for the business and IT people 
in planning strategic alignment. Social dimension in the 
Strategic level is important in the communication process as 
it includes the relationship and interaction of the Business 
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and IT executives involved in the strategic alignment 
planning process [2]. 
Human dimension deals with the human asset, human IT 
resources, skills and competencies that needs to be mastered 
by the IT and business people involved in the alignment 
process [2]. The dimension focuses on the individual 
involved in the alignment process, which is different from 
the social dimension that focuses on the relationships, 
mutual understanding, and cultural issues of the people. 
C. Communication for IT and Business Executives 
Mutual understanding, communication and relationship 
are among the main elements in the Social dimension of 
strategic alignment [2], [12]. The communication involves 
conversation or spoken communication between business 
and IT strategy executives. Effective communication 
requires both parties to perceive each other’s perspective to 
“understand each other, sustaining their judgements and 
creates facts that make sense”[19]. It requires business and 
IT executives to be competent conversationalist in order to 
ensure mutual understanding between each other is achieved 
[20]. In turn, the mutual understanding enables the 
realisation of organizational objectives set in both business 
and IT strategies.  
According to Roses et al. [19], it is important for both 
business and IT executives to practice effective listening and 
productive explanation activity. Both activities are vital to 
minimize incidents of misunderstanding towards the 
meaning of the information being communicated. It is 
crucial to control such incidents to avoid disagreement and 
conflicts between the business and IT executives. Any 
disagreement or conflict that can negatively impact the 
quality of the strategic alignment that drives the Functional 
Fit, as defined in Henderson and Ventakraman [1]. The 
mutual understanding of the strategies enables its strategic 
alignment planning to be effective and deployable [12]. 
Therefore, the executives in both domains that are listening 
in the communication process are required to be diligent and 
careful in verifying the information relayed to be accurate 
according to the intent of the speaker [21].   
Apart from the listening and explanation concepts, 
conversational competence also includes commitment  [22]. 
Commitment is relevant as it establish the linking between 
business and IT particularly at the strategic level where 
business and IT is committed to support and sustain strategic 
objectives and technological investment plans. The 
conversational competence is important because IT and 
business executives should use the experiences, values, skills 
and attitude to converse effectively with their counterpart 
apart from only being a good listener and talker [23]. 
The Conversational Competences Model described in 
Roses et al [19] established the validity of the effective 
communication being influenced by commitment concept 
and supported by good judgements and conflict resolution to 
strongly impact the strategic conversations involved in 
aligning business and IT. Fig. 3 depicts the concepts and its 
relationship in the model.  
 
 
 
Fig 3 Conversational Competences Model for business-IT strategic 
alignment in Roses et al. [20] 
 
In order for the effective communication between the 
business and IT strategic teams to be realized, an agreed 
language that is common to both teams is crucial. It enables 
them to articulate each other’s perspective accurately and 
timely [24] The common language is the shared semantics of 
the vocabulary in the communication process, and is 
established through mutual understanding between the 
business and IT executives.  
D. State of Convergence and Mutual Understanding 
Effective communication between business and 
executives occurs when the executives move towards the 
state of convergence to achieve mutual understanding [25], 
[12]. The state of convergence is defined as a state when two 
or more people coming together and move towards a single 
point of unity in a common interest, focus, goal oriented and 
purpose [25]. 
While moving towards the state of Convergence, the 
business and IT executives are able to understand and 
influence each other to support its strategic plan [1], [12]. 
The convergence state in business and IT strategic alignment 
planning is formed when the executives understand each 
other’s strategies [26]. However, “no man’s interpretation of 
words is based on exactly the same experience as any other 
man’s” [27]. Therefore, achieving a complete mutual 
understanding is impossible. Within the concept of 
convergence, the level of understanding between the 
communicators could be formed during the process of 
conveying their message, which includes the process of 
information sharing. 
Information is an important element of communication 
and is requires to be shared between the participants to 
achieve the state of convergence [25]. Adapting the 
definition, the model depicted in Fig. 4 [25] that shows 
information processing must be initiated within the involved 
individual and includes the activities of perceiving the 
received information, interpreting what they understood and 
expressing their thoughts to the other participant. 
Information processing must also be performed during the 
communication that involves both participants as they go 
through cycles of information exchange leading towards the 
state of convergence.  
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Fig. 4 The model of convergence in Kincaid and Rogers [25] 
 
The component of mutual understanding in the Model of 
Convergence illustrates that mutual understanding between 
the participants in both domains can be formed when the 
state of convergence is reached. The cycle of information 
exchange activities by both participants will eventually make 
their information overlap, and determine the primary goal of 
the communication process [25]. It ensures that both sides of 
the participants have a common understanding of the 
importance of the discussed issue [28]. 
E. Research Design 
Qualitative approach is adopted to identify determining 
factors to achieve mutual understanding during the business 
and IT teams communication process for strategic alignment 
planning. Only published and reviewed resources were 
selected as data source to ensure confidence for verified and 
validated analysis. The collection process was performed 
according to time periods and the scope of the study. After 
pre-processing, 43 published articles have been selected for 
analysis. The selected articles are relevant within four scopes, 
Business and IT strategic alignment, social dimension, 
effective communication and mutual understanding. 
Content Analysis was implemented to identify specific 
themes. We extracted 40 communication criteria for mutual 
understanding between the business and IT executives. The 
criteria are classified according to similarities of meanings 
and functions, which resulted in seven dominant classes. The 
classes are verified from the literature and defined to 
represent determining factors for mutual understanding. 
However, certain criteria are found to overlap, therefore 
further analysis has been carried out resulting in reduced 26 
criteria into four determining factors. 
III. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Four determining factors have been identified to attain 
mutual understanding between business and IT executives in 
their communication process for aligning business and IT 
strategies. Each factor has a set of specific criteria to 
complement its description and practical value to the 
business and IT executives. Table 1 lists the factors and 
criteria, and described in the following discussion. 
 
 
TABLE I 
MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING DETERMINING FACTORS FOR IT AND 
BUSINESS EXECUTIVES TO EFFECTIVELY COMMUNICATE IN 
STRATEGIC ALIGNMENT PLANNING 
Factors Criteria References 
Semantics 
(language) 
and mental 
model 
• Common language  
• Language quality  
• IT comprehension of 
business environment 
requirements  
• Understanding of 
opposite domain’s mental 
model  
 
[23], [29], 
[10], [30], 
[31], [32], [2]  
 
Environment • Environment of trust  
• Provide informal/formal 
communication platforms  
 
[10], [33], 
[15], [19], [34] 
Shared IT 
and 
Business 
Domain 
Knowledge 
• Increase direct interaction  
• Effective 
telecommunication tools  
• Frequent communication   
• Openness  
• Easy and clear 
presentation of 
technological issues  
• Appoint an effective 
liaison among each 
domain 
• Multilayered 
organizational 
involvement 
 
[10], [33], [8],  
[15], [31], 
[35], [12], 
[16], [36], 
[37], [38], 
[39], [40], 
[41], [42] 
 
 
Relationship 
Management 
• Good communication 
skills  
• Knowledge of the IT 
work nature  
• Good group 
communication attitude  
• Give positive feedback  
• Willingness to receive IT 
executives' opinion   
• Maintain/increase the 
credibility and reliability 
of the IT management  
• IT committed to support 
and sustain Business 
strategic objectives   
• Business committed to 
invest in technological 
infrastructure   
• Business and IT domain 
recognize own limitation 
and aligned commitments 
to the organization 
strategic objectives  
• Able to negotiate, adapt 
and adopt with 
information  
• Sustain their positive 
judgments of each other  
• Discuss priorities  
• Understanding of the 
organization’s vision, 
mission and objectives 
[8], [16], [31], 
[35], [19], [23], 
[30], [43], [10], 
[44], [37], [45] 
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A. Semantics (Language) and Mental Model 
The difference in language semantics used by the business 
and IT executives in their communication process makes it 
difficult for each other to reach an agreed understanding. For 
instance, the practice of IT executives to communicate using 
technical terms may not be easily and directly comprehended 
by the business people [10], [33].  Concurrently, unrealistic 
and ambiguous description of business needs by business 
executives also creates misunderstanding [23]. According to 
the executive’s domains, the semantics are also influenced 
by the different perspectives and thought process known as 
mental models [23]. Therefore, it is important for Business 
and IT executives to achieve common understanding in the 
language and mental model of both IT and business domains 
[33]. 
Both domains must consider establishing common 
language through agreed commonly defined terms and their 
respective context [19], [46]. The ability for the IT and 
business executives to communicate in a common language 
allows them to be in the same mental model [33],[23]. 
Understanding of mental model needs to be established in 
order to communicate easily and achieve better 
understanding of the business and IT roles in the 
organization [31], [10], [29], [32], [30]. The success of 
common language is influenced by its quality. Language 
quality is determined by completeness, meaningfulness, non-
redundancy, unambiguity and relevance [29], [47]. Ensuring 
the business and IT executives to present their message or 
information in a common language and good quality enables 
mutual understanding. 
B. Environment 
Environment plays an important role in influencing the 
state of communication [33]. Appropriate environment in 
providing effective communication between the business and 
IT domains during their strategic alignment planning 
promotes freedom for the executives to communicate their 
opinions and ideas in a flexible and informal way, reducing 
the interaction gaps between the IT and business at the 
strategic level [10], [19]. 
In the environment, trust must exist among the executives 
of both domains to encourage expression of ideas and 
influence them to listen to each other during communication 
[10], [33], [38]. It is also important to provide an 
environment that promotes formal and informal 
communication network. Informal network allows the 
executives to express their thoughts in a simple and 
spontaneous way and also forms openness [10]. It also 
encourages the formation of a shared language and lead to 
mutual understanding [31]. Formal network must also exist 
in order for the executives from both domains to form 
strategic plan structurally [10], [31]. 
C. Shared IT and Business Domain Knowledge 
Shared domain knowledge can be defined as the 
knowledge that both business and IT domains have of each 
other to support the forming of agreement and mutual 
understanding [8], [28]. Shared domain knowledge reduces 
the information gap between both domains in terms of the 
processes and goal objectives [35]. This enables better 
strategy development and alignment especially relating to 
the decision making of IT in the organization [10], [35]. 
Shared domain knowledge involves direct interaction 
between the business and IT executives that enables access 
to the right and necessary information required during the 
strategic alignment planning [10]. The frequency of 
interaction between both domains increases the amount of 
knowledge and information shared and promotes mutual 
confidence in the organization’s business and IT strategies 
[36]. 
Effective telecommunication tools can help to render the 
transmission of the information between the business and IT 
executives [33], [38]. The effectiveness of the medium for 
the communication channel influence the amount of 
transmitted information communicated between them, their 
ability to provide feedback with each other and also 
increases the likelihood to achieve mutual understanding or 
state of convergence [36].  
It is important for the communication line to be 
uninterrupted in order to ensure crucial information is not 
overlooked during the process. The smoothness of the 
communication process requires the business and IT 
domains to be open, especially the openness regarding the IT 
capability and constraint in order for the business executives 
to have a correct understanding of IT. The openness needs to 
also allow business executives to express their problems and 
business process openly to the IT executives [10], thus 
increase the transparency between the relationships of both 
domains to share information [31]. 
Appointing a representative from both domains to be the 
liaison or champion can facilitate the efficiency of 
knowledge and information sharing between the domains 
[20]. The liaison will not be appointed as a sole 
representative of their domain, but to act as a knowledge 
integrator to facilitate the process of creating accurate and 
correct understanding of the communicated knowledge and 
information to their other domain team members [39], [40]. 
The liaison’s focus can differ based on their position in the 
organizational level. In the business domain, the Strategic 
level liaison can facilitate by providing the information 
required to guide the IT strategy based on the strategies of 
the business Strategic plan [41]. As for IT, the liaison can 
ensure the business planning conforms to the capability IT 
service and suitable support for the business needs right 
from the early phases of planning [41]. Appointing the 
liaisons, can influence the IT and business representative to 
form integration during their communication and direct the 
other members to achieve alignment [40],[41].  
In the effort towards strategic alignment between business 
and IT, the Strategic planning process requires multi-
organizational levels involvement. The interaction of the 
middle and first line managers is important in order to align 
with the other level’s planning [42]. This includes the 
different ranges of activities across organizational levels, and 
departments in order to efficiently obtain the right 
requirements and information [39]. The involvement of 
multi-levels managers throughout the organization as the 
knowledge and information source ensure the strategic 
information are distributed well to the business and IT 
strategy teams in the Strategic planning, and increase their 
likeliness to support the plan and communicate better [42]. 
918
  
D. Relationship Management 
Relationship management is an enabler between factors 
that contributes to forming better communication between 
the IT and business executives. Maintaining a good 
relationship connection between the IT and business 
executives is proven to positively influence the planning 
process and improve the connection between the IT and 
business strategic planning [10].  
To maintain good relationship between the business and 
IT executives, conflict resolution and prevention is required 
to prevent and reduce misunderstanding and misalignment of 
ideas that occurs during their communication in strategic 
planning. Conflict resolution is defined as the admission of 
co-responsibility of the executives in understanding each 
other and reached a point of balance [19]. 
Commitment must exist within the IT and business 
executives to maintain each domains support of their 
opposite domain’s strategy [19]. Commitment is the ability 
of a domain to support and sustain the strategic objectives of 
the other domain and vice versa in order to establish 
common goals and joint actions between both domains. IT 
must be committed to support the Business strategic 
objectives to encourage the IT executives to have ownership 
to their task and foster strategic conversation, while the 
business executives must be committed to invest in IT 
technological infrastructure relating to the IT strategy in the 
project or organization [19]. 
Relationship management is the ability of Business and IT 
executives to act towards maintaining close working 
relationship with each other and form mutual understanding 
between them [48]. The executives must have good 
communication skills and form good attitude towards 
communication in a group focusing on the relationship 
aspect. This is particularly important for the IT executives 
that tend to overly focus on the technical aspects [31]. Good 
communication skills can influence the effectiveness of the 
executives from both domains to share knowledge with each 
other during their communication process and reduce their 
gap of strategic information between them [10], [16]. 
Credibility and reliability of the IT department must be 
maintained to increase the potential for the business 
executives to acknowledge and communicate their ideas 
with the IT executives about related IT solutions [10]. 
However, both domains need to recognize their own 
limitations and find the point of understanding between them 
to prevent further conflicts [19]. 
The business and IT executives must also respect each 
other and provide positive feedbacks. This reduces tension in 
the communication process between both executives, which 
positively influence the relationship and the shared domain 
knowledge between them [43]. To prevent conflicts, they 
must also be able to negotiate, and adopt information from 
their opposite domain, and adapt the information with the 
organizational needs in order to convey the right information 
from their interaction [23], [30], [45]. 
The changing nature of IT domain is vastly evolving and 
becoming more complex. The understanding of the evolving 
nature through the external perspective of the organization 
and their connection is needed to prevent the business 
domain from having unrealistic expectation from the actual 
IT capability [10], [31]. 
Judgments made by business and IT domains as part of 
the communication process impacts the relationship 
positively or negatively. It is important to reduce their 
negative judgment and sustain their positive judgment with 
each other as positive judgments prevents argumentation and 
influence effective communication by giving them 
opportunity to establish correct understanding of the 
information conveyed [19], [31]. Sustaining good judgment 
is possible by practicing clear productive explanations, 
productive questioning and effective listening during the 
communication process [19]. 
The four factors and 26 criteria established from the 
critical analysis on the data sources focused on social 
dimensions in business and IT strategic planning indicates 
the significant diversity and abstractness of the 
communication process between the business and IT teams. 
Even though business and IT strategic teams have different 
metrics and targets [10], they must have firm understanding 
of the organization’s mission, vision and objectives in order 
to prevent conflicts and converge their communication to 
achieve well aligned strategies [12].  Although both domains 
aim is parallel in planning an aligned strategy for their 
organisation, the influence of subjective human values in the 
communication process is significant to ensure the success 
of the strategic alignment planning to achieve the 
organization’s vision, mission and objectives [8]. 
IV. CONCLUSIONS 
The review contributes to the body of knowledge and 
practice in business and IT alignment by specifying and 
classifying the communication determinants that have not 
been clearly defined in the context specifically for the 
communication process of IT and business strategic planning. 
The identified determining factors enhance the significance 
of the social dimension value and impact in the business and 
IT strategic alignment. The focus on social perspective 
diversifies the research in business and IT alignment that is 
multidisciplinary in nature. Moreover, practices can 
potentially refer to the four identified factors identified and 
their criteria to facilitate the business and IT teams to 
achieve mutual understanding effectively during their 
communication process in planning the business and IT 
strategic alignment. 
However, the work is limited in several aspects. The 
determinants are only verified through the reasoning based 
on evidence derived from formal, reviewed and published 
articles. These constraints are justified, as the work is the 
initial phase of an active research project to develop a 
working model for effective communication in business and 
IT strategic alignment.  
For future work, the development of a model is proposed 
using the determining factors and the criteria. Validation of 
the model will support the validity of the factors identified 
and presented here. It can also potentially discover 
additional factors and criteria that may enhance the effective 
communication process in business and IT alignment. 
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